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1. Problem

For many years there have been accounts of Chong settlements in
Thailand, and they tend to make two propositions (1) The Chong people stayed
in a limited area of Chanthaburi provmce (2) In the past the Chong people had
occupied large areas of eastern provinces of Thailand. A

The first proposition can be found in well-known sources such as the
official dictionary of Ratchapunditsathan (2525:258), Mor Plad-lay’s
Dictionary of Siamese Language (1873), and Crawford (1856:383) who wrote
as follows:

The wild race of the Chong inhabits the mountains to the east of
the province of Chantibun, on the eastern side of the Gulf, and
the Kariengs have their locality to the north of them (sic).

The latter proposition, that Chong people used to inhabit areas other
than Chanthaburi, can be found in a travelogue by Sunthorn Phu who
derogatively referred to the Chong people in his frequently-quoted travelogue,
an account of his journey to a locality now a part of Rayong province:

k*rdn léew laa faa t*daw t"dan bituroy

paj bdan p*oyk"so tay rim fay k'5op

ditu num sdaw c"aaw bdan ramk"aan cit

mdj nda k"it k*aw naj kl>on 2aks3on san3oy

liian woywaan wéaan k"ruia pen c*uia c"50p

mdj muian n3oy nuik nda ndm taa kraden

'Then I took leave from my respected father,

And went to the village of Phong Khor upon the canal.

Seeing local lads and maidens, I felt annoyed

That they were unfit for my verse.

Because all were grown from the Chong roots,

And so contrasting from you that I was close to tears.
(Nirat Muang Klaeng, quoted from Surekha 2530:1)
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This passage has been cited by many who try to advocate the
hypothesis that the Chong people were the indigenous people of eastern
Thailand. Local writers favor the hypothesis that Chong people had been the
first people to live in eastern Thailand, yet more evidence is needed to verify
such a claim. However, other evidence to support this hypothesis is rare. More
hard facts to verify the hypothesis need investigation.

My study is an effort to look at the linguistic evidence, namely, place
names that might be another data source for investigation whether the Chong
people had inhabited a far greater area than they do now in Chanthaburi. This
paper will also try to draw meanings from those Chong-derived ‘names’ and
consider the cultural implication in relation to the Mon-Khmer language family,
especially Chong settlements in eastern Thailand.

2. Definitions

2.1 The Chong word chiak means “abandoned clearing covered with
undergrowth”; this topological noun is found only in names of communities
(sub-districts and villages) in Chonburi, Rayong, Chanthaburi, and Trat
provinces. In the areas bounded by the geographical distribution of chiak (see
Map 1 & 2), we will find other place names that make little sense in the Thai
language yet are more meaningful to those who has an elementary knowledge of
the Chong language.

2.2 Chong is a minority language belonging to the Pearic branch of the
Mon-Khmer sub-family, akin to Pear, Samre, and Chu'ung (Saoch) in Cambodia.
The language is still spoken by the Chong ethnic group now living mostly in the
northern district bf Khao Khtichukut, Chanthaburi province.

2.3 Place names refer to the names of geographical locations and they usually
reflect natural or social features of those particular locations. The spatial extent
of each place name may vary from local to regional areas. In most cases, the
meanings of place names are understandable to local residents. The origins of
these names may be dated far back in time. They may be derived from diverse
linguistic roots and form part of the cultural and linguistic history of each
locality or a country. In this paper, I sometimes use the term place names
interchangeably with geographical names, or proper names of particular
geographical entities known to people in a country where they are located.
Oftentimes, a place name may form part of a geographical name. However, there
are cases of Chong-derived geographical names becoming conventional names
in Thai or being transformed into the national language. For examples, see
Table 1.
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3. Methodology

This study is based on the systematic query of a village names database.
Much of my analytical discussion about Chong place names is drawn from the
recollections of my conversations and interviews with Chong speakers in Khao
Khitchakut district of Chanthaburi province during the past few years.

3.1 Data

Place names studied in this paper are from the computerized database
developed by the ‘Ethnolinguistic Maps of Thailand Research Project’ of
Mabhidol University. This database derives its raw data from community names
(province, district, sub-district, and village) collected by the Ministry of
Interior. With this database, I can make the computerized query regarding the
distributions of particular names in particular areas. A complementary source
of data is the Ratchapunditasathan’s Glossary of Geographié:gl Names.

3.2 Analyses of place names
3.2.1 Syntactic order

As my major data source are from community names, which are
usually held as proper names, I need to extract from them the general names that
refer, more or less, to natural or man-made geographical features. For example,
in the village names Baan Khao Noi and Baan Chdak Yai, the words Khao and
Chdak are considered as primarily relevant to this study. In addition, in the
village name like Baan Bung Ch’nang Lang include the apparent Khmer traces
of bung ‘pond’ and ch’nang ‘pot,” and so they are also both considered as
relevant data.

3.2.2 Meanings

Because the prime objective of this study is to investigate the linguistic
traces of non-Thai place names in eastern Thailand, not the comprehensive
analysis and description of such names in general, I decide to apply selective
treatment on my data. That means I would pick certain terms that are not usually
considered as topological nouns in Thai; therefore, one cannot conveniently find
their meanings in Thai dictionaries. Some of these names merely become
‘proper names’ designating only some particular communities though their
original meanings point to geographical features surrounding those communities.
In this study, such ‘original’ meanings of those names are considered more
important than their current use as proper names.
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3.3 Geographical distribution of place names

To better illustrate my case when discussing geographical distribution
patterns of particular terms, I resort to basic map-making. The maps will
demonstrate to readers how some names are bounded to a specific area. In this
study, more attention is given to names that are found only in specific areas, in
this case only in the four eastern provinces of Thailand, than words that are
common also in other areas.

4. “Chdak,” what is it and where is it located?

During the past few years, I have had opportunities to visit Chanthaburi
province to study the Chong language. Throughout the course of my study, I
have become sensitive to the word chdak. I have seen the word time and again
on signposts along the road. No Thai dictionaries could cure my curiosity. The
Ratchapunditsathan’s Glossary of Geographical Names only list chdak as part
of proper names for mountain, field, and village without providing specific
meaning of the word. When I try to locate the communities’ names which chdak
is part of, I found that its occurrences are bound within Chonburi, Rayong,
Chanthaburi, and Trat. Klaeng district is where chdak is most frequently found
(see Appendix). It should be noted that this district has been believed to be a

Chong homeland in the past.
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Map 1. Geographical distribution of Chaak
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Map 2. Geographical distribution of Chdak (Zoomed-in picture)

4.1 A tentative meaning of chdak

I first observed the use of chdak in actual speech when a Chong speaker
said to me with disapproval about a Chong folk who left his farmland so
untended that it became pda chdak ‘a kind of forest; grove’. I asked the speaker
about the meaning of chdak. He paused for a while and told me it was the same
as phrii see ‘forest + rattan’ in Chong. I had tried to ask other Chong speakers
about the exact meaning of chdak, yet without receiving any clearer definition.
The word seems to convey the meaning of ‘cleared land’ and ‘wilderness’ at the
same time. From my comprehension, its entity lies between regularly cultivated
land and un-tilled wilderness, or forest.

In the appendix attached to this paper, one can see that the majority of
words that come after chdak can be categorized in three major sub-groups: (1)
chdak + ‘a kind of flora’ (2) chdak + ‘ethnic/personal name’ (3) chdak + ‘spatial
attributes’. I interpret these patterns as supporting the idea that chdak is a special
kind of space closer to human community, also more subdued than a forest, yet
far from being a regular farm.

Although the use chdak can be found in everyday speech among Chong
speakers, its meaning still sounds vague and flexible. On one hand, we find
Chong’s baay ‘dry-rice cultivation field’ (similar to Thai rdi), see ‘wet-rice
cultivation field’ (similar to Thai naa), and suan ‘garden’ (same as Thai). On the
other hand, we find Chong’s phrii ‘forest’ (similar to Thai paa) where the people

rely on its natural goods. But chdak seems to locate in the buffer space. If I
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understand it right, the distinction of chdak comes from the notion that this term
implies man-made feature of such particular space. Yet it also implies
short-termed human activity in that space.

4.2 The ‘ckaa > chdak’ hypothesis

Apart from Thai vocabulary, Chong language had borrowed a lot from
Khmer. Even the Chong notion of elementary unit of society, suk ‘village,’ is
derived from Khmer sruk ‘country; district.” So I find it logical to look for the
equivalence of chdak in Khmer. Yet, until now, I have not found any particular
word that renders the same meaning as chdak, except for the Khmer verb ckaa
‘clear (the land)’ that could be said as semantically related to Chong/Thai chdak
as discussed in this study. For the time being, I propose that chdak might have
been derived from the Khmer verb ckaa (Prayun 2542: Glossary, 14) . Through
times, the original meaning changed from signifying the activity of clearing the
land to designating a deforested space where cultivation had not been sustained.

However, the question remains unanswered as to which group of
people ‘named’ so many places in Chonburi, Rayong, Chanthaburi and Trat as
chdak. Were they predecessors of today’s Chong people in Chanthaburi?
Although it might be too hasty to conclude that in areas where there are usage of
the word chdak there had been Chong people, it would not be far-fetched to
assume that such areas might have been inhabited by those related to
Mon-Khmer people. So far there had been no apparent traces of Mon-Khmer
people in these areas other than Chong. Therefore, it is still safe to draw some
provisional connections between Chong people and eastern Thailand. But we
need to search for more evidence to affirm that hypothesis.

5. Other Chong place names

Within the area bounded by the geographical distribution of chdak, we
will find more place and geographical names that were derived from the Chong
language. Some names could be easily identified as Chong derivation, but some
are not. These names can be found only in the eastern region of Thailand, part of
which is still inhabited by a Chong-speaking population. Apart from Chong
place names, we can find Khmer-derived names like flada bueng ch’nang,
pond of pot, in Pong Nam Ron District, Chanthaburi.
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Table 1. Examples of other Chong place names
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Name Description Choﬂcabulary
Faudy Village and sub-district names, udn /serm/ au'lne (o)
Makham District, Chanthaburi ‘Siamese people’
una District name in Rayong province; 4033 /krem/ NI ‘ring’
village name in Makham District,
Chanthaburi
Funser Village name in Khao Khitchakut %1 /c"am/ ﬁtjmmz ‘low land’

(WD “Funa’)

District, Chanthaburi

e /kbo?/ v9e ‘shell’

WInzuas Village name in Khao Khitchakut W4 /p*an/ HUBY ‘swamp’
District, Chanthaburi NZUAY /kalem/ Yagn “catfish’
Waaou Village name in Pong Nam Ron W4 /pban/ U ‘swamp’

District, Chanthaburi

99U /moin/ NEIAN “thatch’

It should be noticed that I mostly find Chong-derived geographical
names from the area where there are Chong speakers (see Map 1). This is partly
because many Chong speakers still remember the original meanings. However,
in areas where Chong-derived names had been ‘conventionalized’ into Thai, it
would take more time to reconstruct them back to their original meanings. In
fact, there is still a lot of work to be done in that matter.

6. Conclusion

I would like to propose further that having Chong people inhabiting a
great area of land in the past does not mean there were a lot of Chong people
then. Instead, Chong people of the past should have been regarded as swidden
cultivators who roamed the land looking for fertile ground and keen collectors of
forest goods. If we accept that chdak is a linguistic evidence of short-termed use
of land by the past population of eastern Thailand who had some Mon-Khmer
affiliations, it might not be too risky to interpret this as a trace of shifting
cultivation practiced by Chong people. That subsistence cultivation, in vicinity
of the forest, might be supported with forest goods collection. Such
interpretation is consistent with oral accounts given by senior Chong speakers,
which state that Chong people used to depend heavily on forest goods,
especially cardamom seeds and wood tar, as income sources. This sort of
livelihood required roaming a much wider area than those of lowland cultivators.
It is probable that these Chong gather-cultivators had roamed the eastern lands
of Thailand long before they become sedentary, small-scale fruit growers.
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However, the fact that Chong linguistic remains are found in many
parts of eastern Thailand may not support the belief that most people in eastern
Thailand are descendents of Chong people in the past. In fact, more works
should be done in order to lay a common ground for sound ‘histories’ of Chong
people and of early communities in eastern Thailand in general.
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Appendix

1. Chaak in Village Names

Province District Sub-district Village
Funys TRRLLRHY TRUALLREY AABITIN
unyf3 Adunomnfvagg  ¥n'lne ¥1n'Ine
uny3 TAUACLREY Fradu WM
Tunys unauda Wi ¥1nlng
Junys ITRURLLREY U180 ¥1n 11gy
¥ay3 3519 qafing Mo
¥01)5 N0 Ingy % FINU
¥a1)3 iowal)s Wengdl FINNAY
¥01)5 3319 aguan FINUIWIY
¥ay3 iowa)s ABUWIND ¥INAVD
¥01)5 thudis NUDIFIN NUBAHIN
A3n LRGN TUUNI FINAAN
LM Unaa RN AFINNA
52009 thuse FINUN ¥nne'lu
e FGN 11e952809 WAy FINVYU
FTUDY unaa NOIAY FINYUAAY
2893 U nysHAUY FINADA
5209 LGN FINN ¥INA
32U09 A unofiauiaw  uzvug S uRe?
209 unaa ¥nlau ¥inlauy
53004 unag S ez lnf
5804 unag YRLTR FINAIAN
52U04 thuse ¥INUN FINVOINAN
2899 Aesunefiauiann  wzvue FINUDA
52804 Aesunetiauwann  deuwaun FINKNDA(ADDING)

13

JTYN VUMY UNYAT FINUHIA
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Province District Suby—district Village
52009 aanuag usiving FINTUINA
2004 1Hi0aszeng AT ¥Inam
5209 Thuan dninfiou FINNUIN
52809 Yadnuas WIVENNT ¥1NdoY
5209 Adunediauiann  uzviug ¥1NdoY
EFLGN unaa a3 NUAI5 (¥10 1)
52899 huse UNYAT WLABIERI (IINEN)
52899 thuse YA NUBIART (FINL1WUIN)
2. Chaak in Sub-district Names
Province District Sub-district
¥013 Aesunemnfraigy ¥1nIny
¥as thudle NUBIFIN
2409 Unag ¥n lau
52009 e FINN
52809 Thuse ¥INUN




